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ABSTRACT 
 
In competitive tourism markets the consumer-traveller is spoilt by choice of available destinations. Successfully 
differentiating a destination and getting noticed at decision time is arguably the focus of activities by destination 
marketing organisations (DMOs). In pursuit of differentiation, three emergent themes in the marketing 
literature during the past decade have been branding, integrated marketing communications (IMC), and 
customer relationship management (CRM) a fundamental goal of each being stimulating customer loyalty. 
However there has been little attention given to destination loyalty in the tourism literature. The purpose of this 
paper is to report an exploratory investigation of visitor relationship management (VRM) by DMOs. Based on 
interviews with the management of 11 regional tourism organisations (RTO) in Queensland, Australia, the 
opportunities for, and immediate challenges of, VRM are discussed. While each RTO recognised the potential 
for VRM, none had yet been able to develop a formal approach to engage in meaningful dialogue with previous 
visitors from their largest market.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
One of the key goals in marketing is stimulating and enhancing brand loyalty (Keller, 2003), the 
rationale for which has become a marketing axiom. That is, the development of ongoing relationships with 
customers will generate a greater yield over time than a series of individual transactions with a continuous flow 
of new customers.  Three streams of research have emerged in the tourism marketing literature since the 1990s 
that particularly espouse this tenet: branding, integrated marketing communications (IMC) and customer 
relationship management (CRM). The topic of branding first appeared in the marketing literature during the 
1950s (see Gardener & Levy, 1955), and the first texts appeared in the early 1990s (see Aaker, 1991). The first 
journal article relating to destination branding appeared at the end of that decade (see Pritchard & Morgan, 
1998), and the first destination branding text was published in 2002 (see Morgan, Pritchard & Pride, 2002). The 
first academic conference dedicated to destination branding was hosted in 2005 by the Macau Institute of 
Tourism Studies and Perdue University, in direct response to the challenges faced by the increasing number of 
DMOs attempting to brand their destination as a means of differentiating in crowded markets. One view of 
branding’s importance is that the purpose of all marketing activity should be to reinforce the brand in 
consumers’ minds. Following the arrival of Aaker’s seminal branding text, were the first IMC texts (see Schultz, 
Tannenbaum, & Lauterborn, 1993). In terms of marketing activity to reinforce the brand, IMC is concerned with 
issues of synergy, consistency of messages and meaningful dialogue with selected customers. In the time since 
Wahab, Crampon & Rothfield (1976) proposed the term ‘integrated marketing’ was either unknown or ignored 
by most NTOs, there has been little published on the topic in the tourism literature. However, the concept is 
being incorporated in tourism marketing texts (see for example, Morrison 2002, Kotler, Bowen & Makens 
2006). Meaningful dialogue is at the heart of CRM, in which the first texts also appeared in the early 1990s (see 
McKenna 1991, Sheth & Parvatiyar 1993).  While the philosophies of branding, IMC and CRM offer potential 
to destination marketers, the literature has been relatively sparse as to the extent destinations are applying CRM 
to achieve effective brand strategies. Likewise, in search for examples of real world best practise for a special 
issue about CRM for destinations, destination marketing newsletter Eclipse found only one NTO that employed 
a specialist CRM senior executive. 
 
 
The relatively recent shift in thinking then, towards destinations as brands, requires a brand 
management approach focusing on developing relationships with customers rather than simply focusing on 
generating sales (reference with held). The assumption underpinning this paper is that since the cost of reaching 
a continuous stream of new visitors will surpass the cost of maintaining contact with existing customers, then 
stimulating repeat visitation should be a key goal for destination marketers. The paper reports an exploratory 
investigation into the extent to which regional tourism organisations (RTOs) in Queensland, Australia, are 
stimulating repeat visitation from one of their largest visitor markets. Fourteen RTOs are officially recognised 
by Tourism Queensland, the state tourism office (see 
http://www.queenslandholidays.com.au/about_queensland/supporters_rto.cfm). The RTOs generally work 
closely with Tourism Queensland to promote their destinations, and most of this activity takes place in the 
domestic market. The largest single source of visitors for most of the RTOs is Brisbane, the state capital. The 
purpose of the project was to identify the extent to which RTOs were actively engaging in visitor relationship 
management (VRM). That is, the extent to which RTOs are keeping in touch with previous visitors from their 
largest market. 
 
  
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 In a world where consumers are spoilt for choice but with decreasing decision making time, a brand 
that can help simplify decisions, reduce purchase risk, create and deliver expectations will be invaluable (Keller, 
2003). The most cited definition of a brand is that provided by Aaker (1991, p. 7): 
 
A brand is a distinguishing name and/or symbol (such as a logo, trademark, or package 
design) intended to identify the goods or services of either one seller or a group of sellers, and 
to differentiate those goods from those of competitors. 
 
While branding is a far more complex process, particularly for destinations (reference with held), than 
is suggested in this definition, the key principle is important. That is, differentiation in the market at consumer 
decision time. Successful brands evoke emotions and prompt consumer behaviour (Kotler & Gertner, 2002). 
Recognition of this has led to the development of the concept of brand equity (see Aaker 1991, Keller 2003), 
which views the brand as an asset or liability on the balance sheet. Keller (2000) argues therefore that the 
marketing budget should be regarded as an investment in the development of consumer associations with the 
brand. Therefore, the purpose of all marketing communications should be to enhance brand equity. For 
destinations however, a financial value of a brand is of dubious value. Rather, the concept of consumer-based 
brand equity is likely to be of more interest to DMOs as a means of tracking brand campaign performance. 
While there is not yet any widely accepted model of consumer-based brand equity for destinations, the construct 
has been conceptualised by both Aaker and Keller as comprising measures of brand awareness, perceived 
quality, brand associations and brand loyalty. While there have been many studies of destination awareness, 
quality and associations in the literature (see for example reviews of the destination image literature by Chon 
1990, Echtner and Ritchie 1991, Gallarza, Saura & Garcia 2002), there has been a lack of attention towards 
destination loyalty (Oppermann 2000, Ritchie & Crouch 2003). 
 
 
Every successful brand strategy requires effective communication. IMC, which is slowly emerging as 
an alternative to the traditional promotional mix, has been defined as: 
 
…a cross functional process from creating and nourishing profitable relationships with 
customers and other stakeholders by strategically controlling or influencing all messages sent 
to these groups and encouraging data-driven, purposeful dialogue with them (Duncan, 2002). 
 
There are five key IMC fundamentals in this definition, all of which are likely to present significant 
challenges for destinations. First, stimulating profitable customer relationships rather than a series of individual 
sales transactions. Second, enhancing stakeholder relationships to enable a clear understanding of the 
destination’s brand objectives. Third, creating a cross-functional process between departments, and in the case 
of destinations, among stakeholders, to ensure brand communication buy-in. Fourth, generating message 
synergy, so there is a consistency or message across different tactics and media. Fifth, stimulating purposeful 
dialogue with customers. Purposeful dialogue with consumers is central to CRM. From a review of the CRM 
literature, Pike (2004, p. 128-129) suggested DMOs seeking to engage in VRM should consider the following: 
 
 The selection of customers who offer maximum yield. Selection criteria, which may prove problematic 
for a DMO due to data collection constraints, include frequency and volume of visits, spending patterns 
and probability of future visitation. 
 Ensuring high quality service encounters. This requires the marketing concept to extend to the entire 
destination. As with service standards the DMO is reliant on the organisational cultures of the 
destination’s many individual businesses.  
 Providing added value to selected customers. The DMO must stimulate cooperative efforts to monitor 
and provide sources of value. For example, during off season periods, communication could be made 
with previous domestic visitors offering bundled packages at an advertising cost saving to the 
destination and a price saving to the traveller. 
 
 
In highlighting the limited destination CRM literature, Fyall, Callod and Edwards (2003) reported two 
case studies. Project Stockholm, was an introductory attempt to enhance loyalty towards the destination, 
although without loyalty-building tools. This cooperative campaign by the Stockholm RTO, Scandic Hotels and 
SAS airlines, specifically targeted European weekend tourists. A key element of the campaign was the 
development of a benefit card, which offered added value in the form of free local transport and discounts at 
shops and restaurants. The second case was the Club Program, developed to reward repeat visits to Barbados. At 
the time the program had attracted 1700 members who had previously visited the island at least 25 times. 
Rewards for members included luncheons hosted by the Barbados Tourism Authority and unofficial ambassador 
status. Current practise appears to be the development of consumer databases for distribution of newsletters. In 
2002 for example, incoming BTA CEO Tom Wright announced a major customer relationship management 
strategy that would aim for 6 million active database records by 2006 (Marketing, 7/11/02). Tourism Western 
Australia’s IMC campaign uses a mix of interactive tv, print, online and PR to generate database leads (Truman, 
2006). The STO has established a database of 160,000 consumers, who are e-mailed a monthly newsletter that 
has been segmented into four versions. No previous study investigating VRM by Australian RTOs was sourced. 
 
 
METHOD 
 
In the spirit of research reciprocity, the results of a longitudinal study relating to domestic short break 
holidays by car were presented in separate meetings to the management of 11 of the 14 officially recognised 
Queensland RTOs. These organisations and those present at the meetings, which took place between December 
2004 and September 2005 are listed in Table 1. Using a longitudinal design during 2003, the study reported on 
the attitudes of residents of Brisbane, towards short breaks and their perceptions of domestic destinations. Drive 
tourism is a significant aspect of domestic travel behaviour in Australia, where it has been estimated that three 
quarters of domestic travel involves private vehicles (BTR, 2002). Also, 70% of domestic travel is within the 
home state, and the mean length of stay three nights. In Queensland, BTR estimated short breaks of 1-3 nights 
represented two thirds of the drive market, while short tours of 4-7 nights represented a further 19%. Short 
breaks have emerged as one of the fastest growing travel segments world wide in recent years. However, there 
has been little research undertaken in Australasia, even though almost two decades ago, Mackay’s (1988) 
analysis of Australian perceptions towards travel identified ‘mini breaks’ as one of seven major opportunities for 
tourism and travel marketers. Apart from a report by Tourism Queensland (1997) no research has been 
published in relation to short breaks in Queensland. In recent years there has been little growth in Australian 
domestic travel, with total domestic visitor nights forecast to increase by only 0.3% per annum until 2012 (TFC 
2000, 2001).  
 
 
The time between the short break study and the presentations to the RTOs saw the emergence of low 
cost air carriers in Australia, opening up new domestic marketing opportunities for those destinations not within 
a comfortable drive of Brisbane. Therefore, while the drive short break data was of little interest to an RTO one 
thousand kilometres from Brisbane, the characteristics of short break patterns combined with the emergence of 
low cost air carriers such as Virgin and Jet Star was of interest. For example, one of the key findings in the 
longitudinal study was that participants reported taking an average of three short break holidays by car each 
year, a clear indication that this type of holiday represents a significant aspect of travel behaviour. Another key 
finding was that participants had favourite destinations and a mean decision set size of four destinations.  At the 
time the RTO meetings were organised, a request was made follow the presentations with a personal interview 
with RTO management to explore the extent to which each was attempting to stimulate repeat visitation from 
the Brisbane market. The interviews ranged in duration from 20-30 minutes, and were recorded and later 
transcribed for analysis and interpretation. A semi-structured questioning approach was used to enable cross-
case comparisons. Discussion focused on two key questions: 
 
1. To what extent is your organisation able to track repeat visitors? 
2. To what extent is your organisation attempting to keep in touch with visitors, to stimulate repeat 
visitation? 
 
 
Table 1 
RTO Meetings 
Organisation Staff present Date 
Toowoomba and Golden West 
Regional Tourism Association Ltd 
General Manager December 2004 
Brisbane Marketing Marketing Manager and Leisure 
Tourism Executive 
February 2005 
Gold Coast Tourism Bureau Ltd Marketing Manager February 2005 
Outback Queensland Tourism 
Authority 
General Manager, Sales & 
Marketing Manager, 
Communications & Membership 
Manager, Administration Assistant 
February 2005 
Southern Downs Tourist 
Association 
General Manager and Marketing 
Coordinator 
February 2005 
Bundaberg Region Ltd CEO March 2005 
Fraser Coast South Burnett 
Regional Tourism Board Ltd 
General Manager and Marketing 
Manager 
March 2005 
Capricorn Tourism General Manager March 2005 
Gladstone Area Promotion and 
development Ltd 
Marketing Manager and 
Information Centre Manager 
March 2005 
Mackay Tourism General Manager September 2005 
Tourism Whitsundays General Manager September 2005 
 
 
FINDINGS 
 
 Acknowledgement of the potential for repeat visitors from the Brisbane market, but inability to 
track repeat visitation levels 
 
At each meeting it was established that Brisbane was the most important visitor market for the RTO. 
However, there was little evidence of any promotional activity that explicitly targeted the short break market. 
Only two RTOs indicated explicitly targeting the segment. Furthermore, one RTO advised that due to the close 
proximity to Brisbane their organisation did not target the area at all. By leaving this responsibility to individual 
tourism businesses, the RTO was able to direct resources to more distant markets.  
 
The short break study results did represent the first formal data on the Brisbane short break market for 
management at each RTO. This may be significant in that there was a sense that the presentation of the data, 
such as the number of annual trips taken, stimulated increased awareness of the opportunity: 
 
 Brisbane is our drive market…but we haven’t done any short break specific marketing…but 
certainly this is something we will be looking at doing. 
 
Another participant commented: 
 
We looked at some stage at doing s short break campaign…we sort of haven’t got around to 
it. 
 
Each RTO acknowledged the potential for repeat visitation from Brisbane visitors, to varying degrees 
depending on the distance between the destination and market. However, none had in place a system that 
provided reliable indicators of repeat visitation.  
 
As an RTO we’re not and I suspect that the RTO process across the state is not sufficiently 
well developed yet. We would be reliant on member operators for that sort of data.  
 
One RTO was aware that repeat visitation was occurring through an annual intercept survey of 350 
visitors. Another participant commented on the contact their information centre staff had with visitors: 
 
I think we’re fortunate running information centres…Just the fact that we have some sort of 
contact with the visitors we are marketing to….we’ve got a lot of data…we just haven’t done a 
lot with it. 
 
However, a unique constraint for destination marketers is they are unlikely to meet many of the visitors 
their efforts attract. 
 
For us its very difficult as we don’t operate any visitor information centres...our contact with 
the visitor is very very minimal.  
 
One participated commented on having the potential to capture data through an advertised free-phone 
enquiry line, although this was not being undertaken. In this regard, the most formal mechanism was the use of a 
call centre to monitor repeat enquirers. 
 
How we do that at the moment is by enquiry rate. We have a call centre here…because we’re 
using caller integrated technology…every time someone calls we measure their phone number 
against where they are from, the details of what they requested. The next time they call in the 
technology will bring up their query on a screen and that’s when we track if in fact they made 
the trip, did they enjoy it, would they like more information?  
 
 
 Little targeting of repeat visitation through direct communication with previous visitors 
 
Apart from the development of a database by two RTOs, there was little engagement in any direct 
communication with previous visitors. Even the RTO using caller integrated technology acknowledged the 
enquiry database was not used to target previous visitors. 
 
I guess it would just be a system of…determining what procedure…how we would roll that 
out…its not happening here at the moment no. 
 
When pressed as to the reason for a lack of VRM, one participant commented: 
 
That’s because there’s no perceived value in return visitation. 
 
Another participant commented on the logistics involved. 
 
We are struggling to have a trade database at the moment, let alone a consumer database. 
 
A major initiative involving two of the RTOs in conjunction with the STO was the development of a 
‘club’ database. This involved the distribution of 150,000 brochures to households in Brisbane, and included a 
mail back card for more information. Respondents seeking more information are listed on the database and 
provided with newsletters about destination offers and events. At the time of the interviews there were an 
estimated 8,000 club members. It is not known how many of the respondents are previous visitors or what the 
visitation conversion rate is for non-visitors.  
 
 
 The assumption that major accommodation operators were probably be engaged in some form of 
VRM. 
 
Most of the RTOs assumed some of their major accommodation operators would be engaged in some 
form of VRM.  
 
We have got some very sophisticated tourism operators in the market place who would do 
numerous amounts of research into that. 
 
Yes, Island X does it. If you’ve stayed there before there is a special mailed to you….a 
discounted rate to go back.  
 
Another participant lamented the opportunity was not being addressed by a major sector of the 
destination’s accommodation sector. 
 
It’s the moteliers that just don’t…and a lot of them are just managers not owners so they are 
just here for a year and you know their heart and soul is not in it.  
 
However, it was also acknowledged in each case that there was little discussion with such stakeholders 
about VRM opportunities. 
 
 
 Acknowledgement of the need for a destination-level VRM system at some stage in the future. 
 
Most of the participants agreed that the VRM concept appeared logical progression for the future, and 
that some effort should be made at some stage initiate action. 
 
We know we have to have it and we’re looking at it. 
 
...its absolutely imperative for us to keep them up to date with new products and new activities 
so yeah we haven’t been very good at ti but its absolutely on the agenda for within the next 12 
months or so. 
 
However, the concept of VRM did not appear to be top of mind for the others interviewed. 
 
The short answer is no with the reason being that…it would be great to do but you need very 
large resources, which we don’t have. But I mean it would be very valuable…very 
valuable…but you know what time and cost would be involved. 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
There has been a lack of research attention in the tourism literature relating to the issues of destination 
loyalty, repeat visitation and VRM. The purpose of this paper was to report the findings of an exploratory 
investigation into the extent to which RTOs in Queensland, Australia, were engaging in meaningful dialogue 
with previous visitors. The RTOs in this study were not actively engaged in any formal VRM initiatives. This 
finding should not be surprising, given the significant challenges involved in VRM at a destination level. Three 
in particular were apparent. First, is the difficulty in obtaining quality customer data from service providers over 
which they have no direct control. Afterall the organisation charged with controlling the marketing 
communications for the destination, rarely comes into contact with any visitors. Contact details of previous 
visitor will only be held by private sector accommodation operators who would likely be unwilling to share such 
business information, if privacy legislation permitted. Except for intercept surveys and encounters at visitor 
information centres, the DMO has no direct means of tracking repeat visitation levels. This could be achieved 
via the state’s regional tourism activity monitor (RTAM). Tourism Queensland coordinates RTAM, which is a 
voluntary business survey.  Currently, not all RTOs have access to RTAM because they did not have 50% of 
their operators willing to provide the data. Information is collected from a range of tourism sectors and is 
reported on a monthly basis. Key data includes occupancy levels, room rates, length of stay and visits to 
attractions. However, including a repeat visitation indicator would increase the input required from participating 
accommodation operators who would need to be convinced of the rationale for the additional commitment. This 
is likely to be a significant challenge given the difficulty in recruiting accommodation operators faced by a 
number of the RTOs. Such an indicator would be valuable in providing additional insights about repeat 
visitation patterns, as well as provide a measure to track the effectiveness of any campaigns targeting repeat 
visitors. 
 The second obstacle facing the RTOs is a lack of resources available, relative to other priorities, for the 
development of a visitor database and/or communication strategies. Many RTOs already have existing 
secondary data, such as through requests for brochures, which is untapped. The challenge of effectively 
collating the information in the mass of consumer coupon responses is not new. For example, 30 years ago, 
South Carolina’s promotional program generated almost 100,000 coupon responses in 1972 (Woodside & Reid, 
1974).  
 
 
Finally, destinations are often dealing with hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of annual visitors. 
Thus even if the development of a database was possible, how is it possible to engage in meaningful dialogue 
with so many individuals? Nevertheless, much in the same way that Ryan (1983) discussed the introduction of 
domestic weekend-break packages, by UK hotels, as one of a range of initiatives to counter static domestic and 
international visitor growth during the late 1970s, targeting repeat short break repeaters from the Brisbane 
market may offer an opportunity to counter the lack of growth in Australian domestic tourism. Although the 
research was exploratory it is suggested the issue of how to effectively stimulate repeat visitation is likely to 
emerge as one of the major challenges facing destination marketers in most parts of the world in future. Clearly 
however, the benefits of the relationship for the destination must outweigh the costs. Destination marketing 
newsletter Eclipse cited a strong warning in this regard from the editor of CRM web site www.crmguru.com: 
 
Third grade – that’s about where the CRM industry is today. Lots of software sold, some 
implemented, but not much to show for it. Do customers think relationships are improving? 
Are sales and profits increasing? Not very often and not by very much, based on various 
industry studies on CRM success rates. 
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